Purpose. The purpose of this study is to describe the essential features of the transformative experience among people living with cancer who are seeking integrative care and to identify factors supporting this process. It is hoped that after establishing the nature and meaning of this change or shift, one will better understand what is most meaningful in terms of providing appropriate care and support to patients seeking integrative care. Study Design. An interpretational, qualitative approach guided sampling, data collection, and analysis with 11 individuals. A purposeful sample was drawn from selected integrative care facilities according to sociodemographics and type of cancer. Due to the complexity of this subject, second interviews were conducted with 5 participants to enhance the richness and validity of the data. Results. The experience of transformation is a dynamic 4-stage process in which participants learned about themselves and became more aware of who they are and how they relate to the world. Participants found that 4 dimensions of integrative medicine played a fundamental role in supporting this process. These dimensions include (1) having access to a range of appropriate therapies to support individual journeys, (2) care that focuses on one's overall well-being, (3) control over cancer management, and (4) developing healing relationships with care providers. Conclusion. Although practitioners may not be able to create transformative experiences for patients, they may be able to establish and maintain conditions that support this process.
Living with an illness such as cancer has long been regarded by both researchers and society as a burden. 1 However, this outlook is beginning to shift as researchers are discovering that having a chronic illness can in fact enhance the way in which a patient engages in his or her life. 2, 3 It is thought that individuals can be transformed by the experience of living with chronic illness to experience positive outcomes. 4 This transformation has been described as having a notable impact on one's philosophy of life and way of being in the world, so that individuals feel empowered and hopeful, are able to situate cancer within the broader context of their lives, and have a desire to fulfill their own needs and wants. 5, 6 Integrative health care aims to restore physical, emotional, structural, energetic, and spiritual balance based on the body's innate ability to heal. [7] [8] [9] [10] Integrative medicine shifts the paradigm from sickness to wellness, keeping the patient in the central focus of care, and multiplies the number of strategies available to the patient. Its primary aim is to assist people in making positive health choices through emphasis on patient participation and the therapeutic encounter. 7 Complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) or integrative health care is increasingly used by people living with cancer and has been suggested by several authors to play a key role in the transformative journeys of individuals living with chronic illness. 11, 12 To date, there is little empirical explanation for what transformation involves from a patient perspective, other than case descriptions. To understand and promote transformation, there is a need for an indepth analysis to examine the process of transformation. This will establish the groundwork for future research in this area as well as provide guidance for clinical practice, particularly in integrative health care settings. For the purpose of this study, we have defined transformation as an evolving and expanding process of personal growth and enlightenment, during which individuals experience shifts in how they think and interact in the world.
Practitioners of many complementary and alternative traditions believe that treatment is composed of more than the mere sum of specific components. Indeed, many hold that it is not the particular or tech-nical aspects of treatment that promote therapeutic change, healing, or transformation. Nonspecific effects and the effect of the patient-provider relationship are also of great importance to positive outcomes. 13 It is critical, therefore, to investigate how integrative care can facilitate and enhance such outcomes.
Although we may not be able to create transformative experiences for patients, we may be able to establish and maintain conditions enabling transformation. By having individuals describe their experiences after their cancer diagnoses and tell their respective stories, we can begin to understand what is meaningful to each person, to provide individual guidance, and to offer appropriate care strategies. The objective of this study is to describe the essential features of the transformative experience among people living with cancer who are seeking integrative care, to identify factors supporting this process, and to develop a model of this process.
Methods
A qualitative approach of interpretive description was chosen to explore transformation as cancer patients experience it and to interpret how they understand transformation and the meaning they give to their experiences.
14 Considered suitable for examination of previously unexplored experiences, this design allows the researcher to move beyond descriptions of participants' experiences and engage in interpretation of such experience from their perspective. A purposeful sample of 11 patients who experienced different degrees of change and who differ with respect to sociodemographic (age, gender, education) and disease factors (type and date of diagnosis) was recruited. The sample size was based on the saturation principle, whereby data collection continued until no new information was provided. A summary of the demographic data of the participant group is presented in Table 1 .
Participants were recruited from 3 integrative care facilities in Vancouver, British Columbia, by means of posters placed in high-traffic areas. All 3 clinics offered an array of programs and services, combining both conventional and CAM practices. Patients were seen on an outpatient basis by a multidisciplinary team of practitioners. Modalities at all clinics included acupuncture, massage, chiropractic, traditional Chinese medicine, naturopathy, nutrition, and mind-body techniques.
Because of the complexity of the subject, 5 participants were interviewed for a second time after the first set of interviews had been analyzed. This step was implemented to enhance validity, obtain more depth, and obtain feedback on our preliminary results in the first interviews.
Each individual participated in an unstructured interview, approximately 1 to 1.5 hours in length, during which we sought to understand his or her experience of personal transformation. A series of questions guided the interview (see Table 2 ). The follow-up interviews allowed us to confirm and expand our understanding of these experiences. Field notes detailing thoughts regarding the interview process and discussion, as well as contextual details, were completed as soon as possible following the interviews.
The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed word for word, printed, and stored on a hard disk drive and a floppy disk. Data analysis using the process of constant comparative analysis 15 was conducted concurrently throughout the data collection and guided the data collection process. Data collection continued until saturation was reached. The analysis of the follow-up interviews was similar to that of the first interviews and further developed the results of the first interviews and the themes regarding transformation identified in the literature. An overall sense of each story was gained, and then we worked toward the 2 main tasks of data analysis in interpretive descrip- 
Supporting the Transformative Process

Results
A comparison of similarities and differences within participants' stories resulted in identification of 3 interrelated major categories that formed a description of personal transformation among people living with cancer: the nature of transformation, the experience of transformation, and transformational dimensions of integrative health care.
Nature of Transformation
Participants' stories revealed that transformation involved learning about themselves: becoming more aware of who they are and how they relate to the world. This new understanding about their true selves and how they related to others provided participants with a new direction for improving their lives.
I am changed, and so the way I do things in my life is different. My whole pace has slowed down, so how I organize my day is different, so then my relationships with the people around me are different. I am more present in my life. Overall, I guess I just really, I feel different, I even think I look different. This has been a very profound and wonderful experience for me.
Transformation was described as an ongoing evolutionary process requiring a certain level of awareness, readiness, and learning to be attained before the patient was able to move through the transformative process.
You know in retrospect, it all looks so obvious. Now I see so many people who I feel are stagnant. It is a matter of being ready to embrace all of this chaos. This kind of self-involvement won't happen unless you are 100% into it. It has been my own personal journey, and looking back, I don't think it would have happened any sooner. You truly need to be ready to take it on. Once you are I guess maybe things just start to happen.
Experience of Transformation
Each participant's journey was unique, and the findings presented here are an overview of similar patterns in the experiences captured in the interviews. While the 4 phases of this model-looking to other options, doing the inner work, witnessing a shift in well-being, and seeing the world through new eyes-occur somewhat sequentially, this is not a linear model (see Figure  1 ). Participants moved through these phases at their own pace, influenced by situations in which they faced the unfamiliar challenges of living with cancer.
Looking to Other Options
Participants recounted the fear and despair they had experienced after discovering they had cancer. Participants invested a great deal of time and energy into managing this fear. The most common strategy that participants used to subdue fear was to become knowledgeable about their illness. They described aggressively seeking information from a range of sources and began to look for supports to assist them in dealing with their illness, which included complementary and alternative therapies.
As things started to crumble, I became desperate. I felt as though my whole life was taken and dumped upside down. Everything all of a sudden felt so different. I went crazy, obsessing about my future and my family and my poor body. I didn't feel confident in myself. It made it hard to do anything because who knew what was going to happen. So I got information on everything. I had to understand chemo, radiation, and the surgery and about the cancer. I needed to do something and I guess through this I got onto the complementary and alternative routes.
The participants described how as time progressed, they realized that they would need to assume full responsibility for the management of their illness. For most of the participants, this realization resulted in a sense of being alone in managing the disease and a growing recognition of the limiting aspects of conventional medicine. The shift from conventional medicine to complementary and alternative therapies was an important part of this phase.
Looking to Other Options Doing the Inner Work Seeing the World Through New Eyes
Witnessing a Shift in Well-being Figure 1 The experience of transformation.
I had this sinking feeling, almost like I was losing this battle. I didn't feel like I had any idea of what has gone on in my medical care and I just felt so weak and helpless. . . . This was a real low point for me. Everyone was nice enough but I really felt like I wasn't truly connecting with anyone; I felt isolated. I was looking to other options besides my chemo. I felt as though I was lacking something that I needed. That is when I started to dabble in the alternative therapies.
This feeling of disconnection and loneliness resonated in many of the participants' accounts and appeared to mark the beginning of the process of transforming the experience of living with cancer. In efforts to assume responsibility for the management of their illness, these participants did a great deal of research, seeking information from physicians, complementary and alternative practitioners, friends, and cancer survivors, as well as from support groups, magazines, and the Internet. By this point, most participants were actively seeking care from practitioners at integrative health care clinics.
Doing the Inner Work
Becoming introspective. While receiving care at the integrative clinics, participants embarked on a journey in which they became largely introspective. Therapies available to them at the clinics such as mind-body therapies, journaling, energy work (e.g., reiki) and yoga encouraged inner reflection. Accessing this inner self was a difficult process for many, as they described having to pass through layers of anxiety and fear. To achieve this type of connectedness with the self, they had to find a degree of comfort in solitude. Many referred to this as "doing the inner work."
It was sometimes really hard to get in there and break it all down to look at what I am made up of, at a microscopic level. It gave me this new appreciation as to why I am the way I am and why I react the way I do. Before I knew if I felt sad or scared, but never really totally explored why. Like really explored. It is a tough thing to do.
Participants focused their awareness deep into themselves in ways that encouraged an enhanced awareness and comprehension of the emotions and the unresolved trauma and pain they had been holding within themselves. Participants began to experience emotions that had not been a part of their previous awareness. By addressing these issues of the past, they learned about who they were and how they related to the world in deeper ways. Participants spoke about major shifts in their awareness, ways of understanding themselves or their illness, or deep personal revelations that appeared to be related to their experience of profound change.
Making peace. Participants felt that accepting that they had cancer was a major facet of a healthy surrender. Previously, it had been much easier to keep the illusion of separation between themselves and their illness. Through this process of acceptance, paradoxically, they discovered a new form of freedom by being comfortable with themselves and their disease. They looked deep into themselves, embraced themselves in entirety, and explored their anger, fear, and despair. This acceptance involved forgiving themselves and others and relinquishing the past to live in the present. As they started to release these feelings, participants experienced an intense emotional catharsis.
Sure, this isn't the way I imagined things turning out for me, but the major turning point for me was, I think, realizing that and accepting that. We had a ritual in the group that we did to kind of make amends with our bodies and cancer. It was what was so life altering. I still feel scared at times, sure, but I would say now that I feel more confident and a lot more calm.
Witnessing a Shift in Well-being
As a result of the internal processing that occurred, significant shifts in the participant's well-being began to take place. This phase is a description of the changes participants experienced in their state of wellbeing. The major identifying aspects of this shift include surrendering control and feeling differently about their disease.
Surrendering control. A major part of the shift in wellbeing was attributed to relinquishing the control participants imagined they had over their cancer. Participants acknowledged that they could not control circumstances that were outside of their power that involved their disease and, in particular, their prognosis. It is through surrendering control and accepting uncertainty that they found themselves feeling reborn, with the opportunity to rediscover life and begin living from a totally different perspective:
I am a Type A personality. So, I have been on top of my game for as long as I can remember and so when I was told I had cancer, it didn't make sense to me. I guess I have approached this disease like I approach a problem at my company. I was gonna beat this thing. . . . So when it came back, worse than ever, I think that is when my biggest learning happened. My approach to controlling everything was not going to work. I had to get that through my thick skull. Take a step back from it all. And now that has been my new approach, I am taking it day by day. Who knows what will happen. I can't dwell on that.
Feeling different. Many participants could recall a specific time or incident when they experienced this shift within themselves, a transition in which they felt different and in which the world appeared different. Many described it as an inner shift; the unification of the mind, body, and spirit; a new way of looking at life. There was a definite point in time at which their life was changed. Several people spoke of feeling a release, having a rebirth, or an epiphany:
There was something that took place. There was a light, an acknowledgment, something happened because after that I had power. I had energy. I had a life force that I didn't have before this.
Seeing the World Through New Eyes
As the participants came to be more self-aware and to know themselves on a deeper level, they found that the way in which they conducted their lives had changed. This phase describes how participants started to engage in life in different ways. They were able to define their core values and now had a different sense of who they were. Many participants indicated that because of this, they were able to make more conscious decisions, understanding themselves and their reactions to the world around them.
What I found helped me put the cancer in perspective was the realization that there is a bigger picture. I am grateful for this and I want to be in the moment of conscious living. I am seeing the world through new eyes I guess; truly living life now. I am totally different now than I was before it all. I'm more compassionate with myself and others. But more importantly with myself. I am gentler. I am softer. More forgiving.
This phase appeared to differ from person to person in terms of changes that had taken place, but, in general, there were several broad shifts.
Meaning of illness. Participants described the ways in which the meaning of the cancer had changed from that of a death sentence to a catalyst for personal discovery, a learning experience. They began to assess their health in ways that had less to do with their illness than it did with creating a sense of authenticity, spirituality, peace, satisfaction, and personal fulfillment.
I know that a cancer diagnosis is very dramatic. It changes your life forever. It makes you realize that you are mortal. It is only those people who have serious illnesses early in their life who are forced to stop and look at the fact that their life is so fragile. Nobody knows how much time you have left. Somewhere along the line I decided that I was going to use this as an opportunity to strengthen myself. I guess to take charge and get rid of all of this baggage I have been carrying around for the past 20 odd years or so.
Secure in well-being. This altered way of living in harmony with a newly discovered sense of meaning, purpose, and personal control translated into better regulation and competence with managing their illness to "get on with life." Participants acknowledged feeling more secure and confident in terms of managing their illness:
I know I am prepared to handle whatever comes my way. If the day comes, I will do well because I have already set in place that discipline, responsibility, control, observation. I am more aware, of how I feel, of how to tweak this, to tweak that. I have already set this in motion. I don't know if I would say my body is healed of the cancer, but to me healing is more about the spirit and freedom that comes from the reality that is within me. I feel more at peace with my life and the path I am on. That is the biggest difference and also my strongest weapon.
Some participants indicated that this new approach to life also played out in the way in which they managed their cancer care, and they began to actively integrate this approach to life with their conventional medical treatments:
And so I started asserting who I am. Right before I was put under for surgery, I said to my surgeon, "Here's the deal. You know this operating table? It's the altar, this hospital is the temple, you are my priestess, and this is a rite of passage. Take me there."
Preserving the balance. Awareness and balance were central components to participants' new approach to life. Priority was placed on activities that supported these personal fundamentals. Focus had shifted to accommodate their individual needs first and to eliminate things that might lead to imbalance. very powerful tool for managing this disease and also knowing how you are feeling.
Personal relationships. This new way of seeing the world manifested itself in the ways the participants approached personal relationships and the future. Many focused on their relationships with others and indicated that as they became more self-aware and knew themselves on a deeper level, they found that their relationships with others changed. If previous relationships could change to connect at this deeper, more authentic level, those relationships remained. For other relationships, there was a falling away, as described by one participant:
It is like cutting garbage away from my life, you know? Reevaluating my relationships really made me see how much energy was going to unfulfilling things. Like I could redirect that energy somewhere else more important.
Transformative Dimensions of Integrative Health Care
Complementary and alternative therapies were an integral part of the transformative process. Through the use of these therapies, participants created an optimal environment for transformation to occur. Participants identified 4 dimensions of their experience with integrative health care that they felt were influential throughout the process of transformation: (1) having access to a range of appropriate therapies to support individual journeys, (2) care that focuses on one's overall well-being, (3) control over cancer management, and (4) developing healing relationships with care providers.
Having Access to a Range of Appropriate Therapies to Support Individual Journeys
Transformation was internally driven and influenced by one's level of comfort, ability, willingness, and overall readiness for the experience. Readiness for transformation was influenced by the person's stage of illness, level of energy, state of mind, the presence or absence of strong social support, access to therapies, financial resources, and intention to engage actively in the experience and to try something new. Therapies that required work on an emotional and spiritual level such as meditation, breath work, or yoga were sometimes discontinued or not pursued until the individual reached a point at which they were comfortable in dealing with these internal processes. Participants found that therapies that encouraged inner reflection to bring attention to deep-rooted issues had the potential to invoke discomfort and emotions. Participants acknowledged having to be ready to face difficult issues to move through the process.
Because of the critical roles of awareness and acceptance in the transformative process, participants found the therapies offered by the integrative clinics to be effective in facilitating inner work. The therapies to receive the most praise were those that encouraged introspection and self-reflection such as mind-body programs, imagery, and yoga.
One of the things that I think is so important about this place is that there are so many avenues to choose from. For a long time I was just seeing the acupuncturist and getting massages. Now, a year later, I go for the odd treatment but am just completing the mind-body program. From where I see things, people are in a constant state of change, and one day you feel you need to do more. Whether it is needing more spirituality in your life or more exercise or diet information or just to talk to somebody, this is why the clinic is so unique. Because everything you need to get well is right here.
Care That Focuses on One's Overall Well-being Participants discovered that visiting health care providers who focused on achieving optimal health and placed emphasis on their overall well-being rather than their physical ailment contributed significantly to their process of personal growth. They described how the preoccupation of conventional care with biomedical outcomes and prognosis drastically affected their sense of well-being:
What I liked about coming to this doctor was that there was no negativity in that room whatsoever. She had a copy of my last CAT scan, which wasn't good, but she said, "Hey, that is no problem." There was no sense of impending doom. Going to see her did wonders for my outlook. She made me feel like, "okay, it isn't so bad." I was so scared when I found out. I felt with her that I relaxed and could explore what was happening. I had just come from the hospital where we went from 6 months to live to there is nothing I can do for you. The radiologist said you have a 5% chance. The mental strain of the whole thing I think is almost as bad as the cancer itself. I think that is when people tend to go quicker. I think it is limiting to people. After seeing my latest doctor here, I felt so much more hopeful. I can feel myself getting stronger every day.
Control Over Cancer Management
Dealing with a cancer diagnosis was an overwhelming experience for all participants, and the power bestowed on them at the integrative clinics contributed to an increased sense of control over their illness. This helped to facilitate the transformative process because the group of patients felt supported in terms of resources and care. While receiving integrative care, individuals were expected to engage with the program and services at their own pace. Participants felt that having this chance to explore and find the right fit for them with practitioners and modalities helped to create an optimal environment for transformation to occur. Participants found it useful for their practitioners to make suggestions as to what they may find beneficial but appreciated that the final decision was left up to them.
My doctor here, she was funny, graceful, and loving and so she empowered me. We make decisions here as equals. She said, "Okay, so what do you want to do?" It was like I was the doctor. And so I told her some things and she said, "Yeah, okay, I agree with that." She was just so clear. She was always there for me too. In all of my care experiences here, it was like, "Tell me what is going on for you. Okay, well here are a few things you might want to try and this is what you can expect."
Developing Healing Relationships
With Care Providers An aspect of care that weighed heavily in participants' transformative processes was the personal attributes of their health care practitioners and the relationships formed with them. Participants outlined a number of qualities present in this type of healing relationship such as compassion and presence. Practitioners who embodied these qualities helped to create a supportive climate where individuals felt safe and cared for. They felt listened to, understood, encouraged, and, most important, respected.
Developing healing relationships emerged as a strong, positive influence on transformative experiences. The inherent qualities of the relationship (caring, knowing, trusting, respecting, mutuality) and the practitioner's way of being with their patient created an environment in which patients felt supported. The practitioner's awareness and responsiveness to the needs of patients were exemplified in the earlier phase of this process in which the patient and practitioner negotiated expectations with one another. Participants described practitioners in healing relationships as genuine, emotionally available, and compassionate.
After having such a remarkable experience with some of the practitioners here, I have a lot to say about the power of a good connection or partnership between me and my healer. I would even go as far as to say that sometimes I think that my biggest healing comes from my connection with my therapists, and the benefit I get from the technique itself is not so important. A good therapist like this is intuitive and sensitive to my place. She was always present as opposed to I'm one more number, one more body. All my practitioners here, they weren't spacing out. They were fully aware of me, and that gave me access to my own power. My own decision making, clarity, all of it. These supportive conditions described by the participants were of the most importance in the first phase of the transformative process. As participants moved through the other phases, there was a diminished need for the optimal environment described above. As participants felt more confident, self-aware, and in control, new focus was placed on creating an internal optimal environment in which the emphasis is on maintaining balance and awareness.
Discussion
These findings articulate the important role integrative medicine plays in creating the ideal context for transformation to occur. Integrative health care is conducive to transformation because of its holistic nature, the control it gives individuals over the healing process, and the therapeutic relationships that develop between patient and provider.
Many of these qualities of integrative health care inherent to the experience of transformation are included in the Samueli Institute's concept of "optimal healing environments" (OHE). 16 An OHE is defined as one in which the social, psychological, spiritual, physical, and behavioral components of health care are oriented toward support and stimulation of healing and the achievement of wholeness. The focus of an OHE is to develop intention and self-awareness, create personal wholeness, build healing relationships, practice healthy lifestyles, and offer collaborative treatments. 16 Several parallels can be drawn between these components of an OHE and the transformational dimensions of integrative care presented here, such as having access to therapies that support personal wellness, focus on intention and selfawareness, care that is holistic in scope, and fostering healing relationships between patients and their providers.
This analysis indicates how therapeutic engagement and qualities such as compassion and empathy influence one's well-being. It has long been recognized that the therapeutic encounter is a vital component of effective health care. 13 Because of the impact of the relationship established between the patient and practitioner, it would seem appropriate that practitioners receive more extensive preparation for and schooling in this dimension of care. To address this, a number of practitioner programs have started to include reflective practice. Critical reflection encourages students to learn from experience and helps them to understand the complexities of the therapeu-tic encounter. 17 Practitioners must be sensitive toward individuals' transformative processes and must help to create an environment in which transformation can occur.
While transformation may be perceived as the optimal experience for individuals living with cancer, practitioners must be aware that transformation is not for all people and should not expect that all patients will engage in this process. Further research is required to identify reasons why transformation is not experienced by everyone. Currently, it is very difficult to quickly assess where a person is in their transformative journey as there are very few scales that measure this process. The components identified here form a basis for development of an instrument.
Research in the area of "benefit finding" may provide the insight needed to better understand the complexities of transformation. Drawing many parallels to the qualities identified in the transformation experience, "benefit finding" refers to a sense that personal growth has resulted from a challenging life experience, such as living with cancer. It is suggested that this personal growth may result in gaining a greater appreciation for life, strengthened relationships with others, and increased resilience. 18 A recent study found that younger individuals with early-stage cancer were more likely to experience these perceived benefits. 19 Although we collected no data on stage of illness, this would be worthwhile for future research and could help to determine the type of individuals who are more likely to have a transformative experience.
Finally, it is worth considering the implications of this research for the future of health care. With the number of incidences of chronic illness on the rise, we will need to find ways to encourage and support this process. The very fact that integrative health care has helped individuals experience a dimension of wellness provides reason to design health care initiatives that accommodate its use. Continued investigation into this process will assist us in understanding the ways in which people find new life.
